Books as Gifts: the Meaning and Function of a Personal Library Patrick Buckridge
Much of the evidence used in researching the history of individuals' reading preferences and practices is elusive and transient. 1 Most individuals do not leave material traces -why should they? -of an activity which nonetheless, in many cases, occupies a significant proportion of their waking lives; and the traces that some of them do leave are often enigmatic or ambiguous.
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The 'personal library', howeverby which I mean a collection of books acquired over a period of time by a specific individual (as distinct from a family or an institution) -may reasonably be regarded with some optimism as a potentially rich source of information, at least about that individual's reading history, and perhaps also about wider patterns of reading behaviour which he or she may exemplify.
Such libraries, however, seem harder to come by as discrete objects of study than one might expect, given the pervasiveness of private reading among the book-buying classes through the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. The main reason for this is undoubtedly the difficulty of preserving them as stand-alone collections (and the lack of interest in doing so). In Australia, personal libraries of this kind usually become publicly available by way of bequests to State or university libraries, where they may occasionally be preserved as 'special collections'. Such decisions are taken, in a framework of acquisition policy, space constraints and bequest conditions, on the basis of the previous owner's prominence and of the rarity, monetary value or specialist focus of the contents. 3 Bequests that do not qualify -the overwhelming majority -are either dispersed (often without identifying catalogue tags or bookplates) through the receiving library's general collection, or consigned to usedbook outlets, and thence into the general community or to the rubbish tip. An even 1 For a concise but seminal account of the range of evidence available to the historian of reading, see shorter and more familiar narrative is that of the personal library qua deceased estate, which usually makes its way directly to the secondhand book dealer, by whom it is seldom, if ever, sold as a single unit. In these circumstances, the chances of an 'ordinary' person's library -one belonging to someone other than a famous writer or politician -surviving intact in the public domain are very small.
A personal library that has somehow managed to survive these hazards as a whole unit, especially one with marks of use, can therefore seem like a godsend to a readingresearcher. Finding conceptual frameworks that enable us to make sense of such collections, however, poses an interesting challenge. How can we analyse or contextualize such a library in a way that satisfies the feeling we often have that the collection as a whole is somehow greater than its parts? This paper moves towards some tentative answers to this question by examining a particular personal library of the kind just described, considering a range of possible 'sense-making' approaches to it, but focusing on the special relevance and value of 'gift theory' for an understanding of it.
The library in question is a kind of 'found object,' as, for the reasons just canvassed, most such libraries probably are; and the 'finder' in the case was the present researcher. 4 It belonged to a Brisbane woman, Della Hills, the mother of a well-known Brisbane bibliophile and Catholic intellectual, Frank Hills ,
and it came to my attention somewhat serendipitously some years ago while I was inspecting her son's extensive library of several thousand books. 5 Standing against the wall of a central corridor in Frank's family home, and surrounded on every side by book-filled rooms, was a small free-standing silky-oak bookcase containing a few dozen books. His mother, Frank informed me, had bought the cabinet in 1927, the year of her marriage, and he had brought it to his home, books and all, after her death in 1984, where it had stood ever since. It was known to his children as 'Grandma's Library'. Hereafter referred to as 'I'. The reader's indulgence is sought for the informality of this convention, which is adopted here in the interests of economy and clarity. 5 Frank Hills was a prominent Brisbane chartered accountant , who amassed a private library of great value and scope, including an internationally recognized collection on the Catholic Literary Revival of the early 20 th century. He was also a historian and biographer, actively involved for many years with Catholic literary and historical organizations, notably the Aquinas Library in Brisbane, whose valuable collection he arranged to have donated intact after its demise in 1991 to the Australian Catholic University. See his Obituary, Courier-Mail (Brisbane), 24 April 2008. 6 Interview with Frank Hills, Tarragindi, Brisbane, April 2002.
Della Hills was not herself a bibliophile of the kind that her son became, but she enjoyed reading (magazines like the Women's Weekly as well as books), and was a regular and frequent patron of the local circulating library. This last fact may account for a slightly odd feature of her collection, which is that while it contains many works by popular contemporary novelists, they are usually not their most popular or wellknown books. This suggests that having developed a taste for a particular author by borrowing his or her best-known book or books from the local library, she then pursued her interest in those authors by purchasing copies of the less popular titles which the library did not hold. This is probably as far down the biographical track as we need to travel, except to say that Della was a devout Roman Catholic all her life; that she was proud of her 7 In this way, she might have Irish-ness (not in a radical or even political way, though one of her brothers served time in prison during the 'Troubles' of the early 1920s); that she considered Australia to be, in her words, 'a mighty country'; and that she passed away, full of years -91 of them, to be precise -in 1984. There is nothing remarkable or unusual in such a life.
Indeed it can quite properly be regarded -and was regarded by her son -as 'typical'
for an Irish-Australian Catholic working-class woman in Brisbane in the first half of the 20 th century. And the library she acquired in the course of her life is the more unusual as an object of study precisely because, in its relative paucity of readingevidence, it is entirely unexceptional. As Simon Eliot once observed (perhaps overstating the case a little, but the paradox is real), 'any reading documented in an historically recoverable way is, almost by definition, an exceptional recording of an uncharacteristic event by an untypical person;' to that extent such reading-records may not be very revealing of broader social patterns of reading behaviour. 9 Della Hills's library comprised 73 books in all. They are listed in the Appendix, in the order in which they stood on the shelves, to which I attribute no particular significance: moving books and bookcase from one house to another in 1984 presumably meant that the grouping of multiple titles by the same author reflected Frank's notion of bibliographic orderliness rather than his mother's. For each book I have provided a reference number, a year of first edition in round parentheses (included merely for historical identification), a year or decade of known or conjectured acquisition in square brackets and bold type, the derivation of which will be explained more fully below, and, for some of them, a 'gift notation' (GS, GG), the meaning of which will also be explained shortly.
How, then, might this collection be analysed into its component parts? As can readily be seen, several kinds of groupings are possible: the most obvious (given the 'found' shelving) is by author. There are four novels by the popular romance novelist The historian of 'ordinary' reading and readers cannot afford to be tongue-tied in the absence of evidence of that quantity and quality.
But how else, we might ask, is it possible to connect this complex cultural artefact -Della Hills's personal library -with the history that produced it, if not through the books as textual expressions of their owner's subjectivity? One other possibility is to think about the books not primarily as texts but as acquisitions. That shift of perspective enables us to conceptualise the library as a repository of accumulated knowledge and wisdom -in short, as cultural capital. But its content -decidedly uncanonical, mainly popular or middlebrow, and recreational rather than edifying - Considering the books as purchases enables us to construct a rough chronology of acquisition. This cannot be done with precision: unlike her son, Della did not record her purchases as and when they were made, 14 nor, when she inscribed the books with her own name and address, as she did on about half of them -'D. Hills, Chester Road, were kept on the shelves by booksellers for longer periods than they are today. 15 Secondhand books and library discards would obviously distort a chronology so derived, but there seem to be only two or three of these in the collection (tagged as such on the list). On the whole, Della seems to have preferred, and been able to afford, to buy new books.
A further aid to constructing a chronology of acquisition is the fact that about a third of the books are gifts, mainly birthday or Christmas gifts. Most are from her son (tagged GS), a few from a favourite niece, and the rest from Frank's own children to their grandmother some decades later (tagged GG). These books are all inscribed and dated by the givers, and Della did not add her own inscription to them.
These gift-inscriptions do double duty. They not only contribute, together with the imprint dates, to a chronology of acquisition; they also help to map the mode of acquisition, which is to say their immediate provenance -whether Della bought them for herself or received them as gifts from her son, grandchildren, or other relatives.
Combining these two axes of acquisition -chronology and provenance -and projecting them onto the books as texts, can reveal some interesting patterns.
The largest chronological concentration is of books published in the late 1920s.
Frank, born in 1930, was unable to confirm this directly, but it seems likely that, while a handful of books pre-date her marriage in 1927 (10,17, 60), Della went on something of a book-buying spree in the first few years after that happy event.
Presumably the new purchases -added to the circulating library fare -functioned partly as entertainment for a new, perhaps slightly bored housewife who had stopped working at a full-time, social, and responsible job after twelve years; and partly as furnishings for a new home. Specifically, the books purchased at this time (late 1920s-early 1930s) include all the Ethel Dells and some of the other romances, the pioneering and adventure tales set in Africa and North America, the two 'Anne of Discovering the history of her adopted country. [39, 70] Indulging a taste for broad British humour [42, [71] [72] [73] The above allocations of books to use-values are not exclusive. Some books might have answered to more than one need, and the categories themselves are not rigorously distinct; but they are sufficiently so, I believe, to indicate a genuine range of different ways in which these books -and others like them which she would also have read -would have been serviceable to her in her early married life as an 'ordinary' woman of a certain class, culture and ethnic background placed in a particular, but by no means unique, combination of social, cultural and historical circumstances.
Her later acquisitions, in the 1940s and 1950s mainly, are more thinly distributed, but seem to reflect a developing interest in darker, more historically-grounded styles of romance fiction: the mystery thrillers of Daphne Du Maurier, and the historical family sagas of Catherine Gaskin. There is also some evidence, in the 1950s, of an impulse to affirm the continuities in her life, by re-purchasing books read twenty or thirty years earlier.
The gift-books fall into two main groups: those given to her by her son Frank, which begin in the 1940s, and those given by her grandchildren, which begin in the 1960s. Frank's gifts, all through the 1940s and 1950s, are generated by the existing stock: that is, he bought new or different books by authors his mother already owned (novels by Duffield, Du Maurier, and Gaskin, for example), or else books of a type he 16 One of the Ethel Dell novels contains s newspaper clipping of an article from the 1950s arguing that Dell's romances were full of repressed sexual desire.
knew she liked (for example books with a touch of Asian exoticism). In that sense he was perhaps extending or amplifying the 'reading self' he found already quite strongly delineated in her own book-purchases.
The grandchildren's gifts speak of a somewhat different relationship to Della.
They include most of the religious non-fiction -the papal biographies, fictionalised versions of New Testament stories, and some modern saints' lives -and most of the Irish books: several biographies of Irish men of note. The self being assumed or, as it were, 'donated' to Della by the grandchildren's gifts is more generic, more familial, more 'tribal', than her son's gifts, which donate or contribute to the more fragmented self-in-process embodied in Della's own purchases. Yet both might be seen as reciprocating the different selves or identities they received, and were continuing to receive, from her: in the case of the grandchildren this was the familial self of the benevolent matriarch -and also, less personally, the ethnic or 'tribal' identity of the exemplary Irish Catholic old lady. In the case of her son Frank, it was the mothering and mentoring identity of the parent.
As the last few sentences indicate, I have found that the language of 'gift theory' (Weiner, 1992), business studies (Godbout, 1998), the information economy (Frow, 1996) , and others. 17 None of this work engages much with the quotidian, apparently straightforward giving and receiving of books within the modern extended family. As
John Frow remarks -after considering, and criticizing, claims to the contraryneither the modern state nor the modern marketplace is a true 'gift domain', despite occasional appearances to the contrary: 'In any strict sense, the concept of gift is irrelevant to the structural understanding of modern societies, with the exception of the micro-level of everyday life.' 18 At precisely that level, however, gift-exchange has been as important an element of social existence in the last hundred years as it was in earlier historical periods when the gift economy -mainly in the form of patronage or the quest for it -was also a significant part of the 'public sphere'. The kind and degree of continuity between earlier and later gift cultures is a subject of ongoing debate, and books have a special significance as gifts in this context. Recent studies of books as gifts in early modern
Europe, notably those of Natalie Zemon Davis 19 and Jason Scott-Warren, 20 embedded as they are in the courtly occasions and aristocratic cultures of the Renaissance, would not seem to be readily translatable to the very different social situations and family relations I have been describing. Davis, however, would not necessarily agree: she argues that the 'spirit of the gift' -that is to say, the quasi-magical supplement of virtue that the gift-object accumulates in its passage through successive giftings and reciprocities -remained active for longer in books than in other gift-objects because books retained something of the medieval association with knowledge which, as the gift of God, was common property and so could not be sold. 21 Even after the advent of print technology (her argument runs) with its massively increased edition sizes and its embryonic arrangements for marketing books as commodities, and in the great variety of gift-relations in which books played a part, 'the book was a privileged object that resisted permanent appropriation and which it was especially wrong to view only as a source of profit.' 22 Some residue of this special quality, she argues, continues to influence (at least) the ethos of the antiquarian's library and the preferences of the modern book collector. 23 Scott-Warren is critical of Davis's acceptance of what he calls a 'hard-and-fast dichotomy between early modern gift and market economies' which he attributes to her reliance on economic anthropologists like Marcel Mauss. 24 Indeed, Davis is even 18 Frow, 'Information as Gift and Commodity,' 108. Davis, 'Beyond the Market,' 70-73. 22 Ibid., 87. 23 Scott-Warren, p. 3. 24 Ibid., p. 12.
mildly sympathetic to the erotic idealism of Lewis Hyde and Georges Bataille who credit the gift-dynamic with untold potentialities for creating communal involvement and social harmony, benefits that the commodity marketplace can never produce. 25 Like Frow, Scott-Warren sets out to show, by careful analysis of concrete instancesin this case the gift-books of Sir John Harington -that resemblances to the traditional gift-economy are more apparent than real, and merely serve to disguise the selffashioning motives and self-promoting actions of an individual courtier in a relentlessly commercial environment. 26 Whether or not the two-way 'porosity' Scott-Warren finds in the early modern relationship between gifted and marketed books survives into the 20 th century in a recognizable form, one thing is very clear, and that is that by that stage the 'gift-book'
had become an integral part of the commercial book trade proper. In 1927, the year of Della Hills's marriage, the following advertisement appeared in The Muses'
Magazine, a magazine devoted to the discussion of science and the arts in Brisbane:
Give a Book~ There is something most "personal" about the gift of a book. It expresses, as perhaps nothing else can, your esteem for the recipient. Our shelves and show tables are laden with the choicest and most beautiful books in general literature, poetry, travel, etc. All the latest and best novels are also included in the showing. Annuals and books, suitable gifts for girls and boys. We shall be delighted to have you call and inspect our stock. You may stroll around at your own sweet will and choose the books you like best. OUR PRICES, TOO, WILL PLEASE YOU." QUEENSLAND BOOK DEPOT ALBERT STREET, BRISBANE. 27 We might be tempted to see such a text as proof positive that the 'gifthood' of books had been irrevocably commodified and co-opted, leaving nothing but the empty husk of an ideal pre-market order of property exchange. But this is surely to miss two important points: first, that the rhetoric of the advertisement both invokes and evokes -calls upon and calls forth -powerful ideas and feelings about the nature and value of gift-exchange which are clearly still present and available to communal consciousness; and second, that however the object is initially acquired, its transmission as a gift from that point on is in principle unaffected and 25 determine the nature and value attributed to books as cultural objects, which in turn influence how they function as gifts -and also how they can malfunction, and what steps might need to be taken to prevent or remedy that. Natalie Davis, in a chapter entitled 'Gifts Gone Wrong,' examines some of the ways in which miscalculated or malicious or even well-intended gifts could cause embarrassment, humiliation, suffering and even deadly conflict in sixteenth-century French society. 29 And the potential for the cycle of donation and obligatory reciprocity to be used for hostile purposes has long been a recognized theme in traditional anthropology. 30 In the case of this particular family, the Hillses, it is difficult to imagine that the exchange of gifts ever took on that darker tinge, but in families where tension, conflict, resentment and mutual suspicion are rife -and they are not rare! -it is easy to envisage the gift-cycle as a quite effective means of provoking, entrenching and exacerbating division and discord. It is important, I think, to acknowledge that both possibilities (clearly not equal possibilities) have survived into the family gift-culture of the last hundred years; and this is as true for books as for other gifts. In the modern 28 See especially Hyde, The Gift, Chapter 4 'The Bond', and Chapter 5 'The Gift Community', pp. 58-94. 29 Davis, The Gift in Sixteeenth Century France, pp. 67-84. 30 See, for example, discussions by Mauss (2002) period, what perhaps distinguishes the gift of a book from most other material gifts, is the added edge of uncertainty and unpredictability, not just in its immediate reception, but in its effect when read. Everything from genuine inspiration to dutiful boredom is a real possibility for the recipient, even for a papal biography; and the possibilities for an Ethel Dell romance are even more daunting to the donor.
The simple act of giving a book is, or can be, 'utopian' in a quite complex way.
Giving a book to someone may be less like saying 'I think you're worth this', or 'I think you're like this', and more like saying 'I believe you can rise to this' orsomewhat more ominously -'I hope you can rise to this.' Full acceptance of such a gift involves both reading and keeping the book -in Della's case, in the silky-oak bookcase -and brings the transaction to a satisfactory and successful close.
Analysis of this kind can help to model the familial functions of a library like Della Hills's. It may even be of some use in understanding certain aspects of her son
Frank's much larger personal library, in which some of the books are of course inscribed gifts, including some from his mother. Indeed it may not be too fanciful to suggest that the relationship between the two libraries was itself gift-like in the sense that they interacted symbolically, as gift and reciprocal gift, in a dynamic memorial to the mother's initiating contribution to her son's burgeoning interest in, and relationships with books for the rest of his life.
The gift analysis does not, on the face of it, seem to tell us much about Della's own purchases which, it will be remembered, comprise over half of her library. It may be possible, however -without forcing the issue too much -to enclose even this portion of the collection within the circle of the gift. This would be done by extending the idea of the gift-cycle a little beyond its literal meaning in order to see the individual's own book purchases as acts of giving-to-oneself, thereby triggering the sequence of donation and reciprocity. Buying yourself a book, in other words, can be seen as the equivalent of giving yourself a present -a familiar enough advertising trope, undoubtedly, but one that 'works' partly because it draws on something real and probably transhistorical in human experience, namely the 'self-fashioning,' 'selfcompleting' or 'self-dilating' impulse by which individuals first frame and then rise to conceptions of their own emotional, ethical and cognitive development in a dialectic of 'self-division' leading to reconciliations on a higher plane. The most sophisticated account of this process is probably that by Carl Jung, in his discussion of the 'inner friend' with whom the self enters into dialogue: 'The gift to oneself ... refers to the inner friend, since giving implies a duality, a donor and recipient.' 31 This leads, in turn, to a slightly different way of contextualising Della's book purchases of the 1920s and early 1930s. The half-dozen 'use values' I referred to earlier, to which I suggested that most of the books she bought at that time could be related, might now be seen, using gift theory, as a set of expectations she posed to herself, and no doubt responded to, by the mechanism of 'self-donation' -by buying and giving herself books. The pleasure, knowledge and inspiration she received from herself, through books, in those early years of her marriage returned to her, in two successive cycles of reciprocity in her later years; and these too are recorded on the shelves of the bookcase. 
